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B I O L O G I C A L  AND 
B I O M E D I C A L  RESEARCH 
SINCE THE SEVENTIES, RESEARCH IN BIOLOGY AND BIOMEDICINE 
IN CATALONIA HAS PRODUCED MANY RESEARCH TEAMS, WHICH 
ARE MAINLY TO BE FOUND IN THE CATALAN UNIVERSITIES, THE 
INSTITUTES OF THE HIGHER COUNCIL FOR SCIENTIFIC 
RESEARCH, AND IN THE BIG BARCELONA HOSPITALS 
J O R D l  D O M I N G O  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  B A R C E L O N A  
spite of the absence of a solid 
istorical tradition, biological 
l a n d  biomedical research in 
Catalonia had, at the beginning of this 
century, reached a respectable leve1 of 
development and was beginning to be 
known abroad. .In 1912 the Societat de 
Biologia was founded, under the auspices 
of the Institut d'Estudis Catalans. The 
Societat de Biologia -now the Societat 
Catalana de Biologia-, the Laboratori 
Microbiologic Municipal de Barcelona, 
directed by Ramon Turró, and August Pi 
i Sunyer's Institut de Fisiologia, set up by 
the Mancomunitat de Catalunya in 1920, 
formed the original nucleus of experi- 
mental science in the field of biology and 
biomedicine. The collapse of this small 
but valuable nucleus as a result of the war 
(1936-39) and the long post-war years 
was a serious setback. Gradually, and es- 
pecially since the seventies, the recovery 
of biology and biomedicine in Catalonia 
has materialized in a growing number of 
research teams -some of them of great 
quality-, which are mainly to be found 
in the Catalan universities, the institutes 
of the Higher Council for Scientific 
Research. and the big Barcelona hospi- 
tals. Some of the Iaboratories belonging 
to the administration (Generalirat. Pro- 
vincial Deputations, Barcelona City 
Council) or to private centres also stand 
~ u t  in certain areas. 
Chiej' Biological and Biornedical Research 
Centres. 
University of Barcelona: Faculty of Bio- 
logy. Faculty of Pharmacy. Faculty of 
Medicine of Barcelona (Hospital Clínic 
and Bellvitge Hospital). Faculty of Medi- 
cine of Lleida. Faculty of Medicine of 
Reus. 
Autonomous University of Barcelona: 
faculty of Science. Faculty of Medicine. 
Sant Pau Hospital and Vall d'Hebron 
Hospital. Faculty of Veterinary Science. 
Basic Biology Institute. University 
College of Girona. 
Polytechnic University of Catalonia: De- 
partment of Macromolecular Chemistry. 
Cybernetics Institute. 
Higher Council for Scientific Research 
(CSIC): Research and Development 
Centre. Institute of Marine Sciences. 
Generalitat de Catalunya: Agricultura1 
Research Service (Experimental Station, 
Cabrils). Institute for Agro-alimentary 
Research and Technology. 
Barcelona Deputation: "Flor de Maig" 
Institute (Department of Neurochemis- 
try). Bioenergetics Laboratory (Agricul- 
tural and Stockbreeding Service). 
Tarragona Deputation: Centre for 
Agrarian Experimentation (Mas Bové, 
Reus). 
Barcelona City Council: Municipal Insti- 
tute for Medical Research. Hospital del 
Mar. 
Private Centres: Sarria Institute of Che- 
mistry. Deixeus Institute. Barraquer In- 
stitute. Research sections of various 
pharmaceutical laboratories. 
Basic biological research is well repre- 
sented by a number of teams -some of 
them first rate- working on different 
aspects of molecular biology, genetics. 
cell biology. and microbiology. At the 
Department of Macromolecular Che- 
mistry of the Polytechnic University of 
Barcelona, there is a well-established 
team working on the biophysical aspects 
of DNA and chromatin. Other groups, at 
the CSIC's Research and Development 
Centre. are investigating genetic expres- 
sion in plants and RNA processing. At 
the University of Barcelona's Faculties of 
Biology, Pharmacy and Medicine and the 
Autonomous University of Barcelona's 
Faculty of Science and Basic Biology 
Institute, there are also a number of 
research teams studying the structure of 
chromatin, genetic expression and cell 
production and differentiation processes 
in different models, such as the enzyme 
system of cholesterol metabolism, 
spermatogenesis, neurogenesis, hepatic 
regeneration and flatworm growth and 
regeneration. As regards microbiology, 
basic research teams at both Barcelona 
universities are working in different 
fields, from genetic engineering to eco- 
logical and evolutionary aspects of 
bacteria. 
Enzymology and Animal '~etabolism are 
being studied at the University of Barce- 
lona's Faculties of Biology and Medicine. 
Of particular importance is the research 
into glycolysis enzymes and their regu- 
lation. 
One of the most advanced fields of biolo- 
gical research in Catalonia is that of eco- 
logy. The relevant departments at the 
University of Barcelona and the Autono- 
mous University of Barcelona and the 
CSIC's Institute of Marine Sciences are 
working on different aspects of marine, 
freshwater and forest ecology. 
Plant physiology is studied at the Uni- 
versity of Barcelona, and especially at 
the Generalitat's Agricultura1 Research 
Service (Experimental Station, Cabrils), 
where studies of cell cultures and plant 
development are carried out. 
Neurobiological research -100 years 
after Cajal did his most important work 
on the structure of the nervous system in 
Barcelona- is reasonably well de- 
veloped, since, although not many teams 
are working in this field, some of them are 
of considerable quality. A team at the Uni- 
versity of Barcelona's Faculty of Medi- 
cine is working on colinergic synapsis and 
another at the Faculty of Medicine at 
Lleida is investigating synaptic plasticity. 
Other teams, at the University of Barce- 
lona and the CSIC's Research and De- 
velopment Centre, are working on the 
molecular bases of degenerative diseases 
of the nervous system. 
Cytogenetics and the biology of repro- 
duction are the subject of research at the 
Faculty of Science of the Autonomous 
University of Barcelona, in collaboration 
with the University of Barcelona's Elec- 
tronic Microscopy Service, while in the 
field of in virro fertilization, the team at 
the Dexeus Institute is of particular im- 
portance. 
Immunology is the subject of much acti- 
vity in the big Catalan hospitals. In parti- 
cular, there is the Hospital Clínic team, 
which is probably one of the most im- 
portant, as regards both the clinical appli- 
cations of immunology and basic research 
into the molecular and cellular biology of 
the immunological system. 
The different specialities of clinical 
research are relatively well established at 
the large hospitals such as the Clínic, 
Sant Pau and Vall d'Hebron. Bellvitge 
Hospital, which lacks the tradition of the 
other hospitals, also has a number of 
research teams. The most reputable 
medical research teams are probably 
those working in the fields of cardiology, 
endocrinology, haematology, hepatology 
and neurology. Of particular importance 
in this respect are the Hospital Clinic's 
"Farreras Valentí" School of Haemoto- 
logy and its Hepatology service, as well 
as others engaged in work of a very high 
quality. 
In 1982, the Societat Catalana de Biolo- 
gia and the Jaume Bofill Foundation pub- 
lished a report on biological research in 
Catalonia. In spite of the developments 
that have taken place since then, many of 
the report's conclusions are probably still 
applicable: research is concentrated al- 
most exclusively in the city of Barcelona 
and on the campus of the Autonomous 
University of Barcelona (15 kilometres 
from Barcelona). 70 of researchers 
depend on the universities and most of 
them have no fixed employment. Colla- 
boration with the private sector is insuffi- 
cient, as is the equipment in the majority 
of laboratories. In spite of the difficulties 
of the general situation, there has been 
considerable improvement in scientific 
production between 1975 and 1980, espe- 
cially if we take into account the number 
of publications in international maga- 
z ine~.  Since 1980. there has certainly 
been improvement in such aspects as the 
funding of research by the state (CAI- 
CYT. FIS), the number of researchers 
with a stable work situation, laboratory 
equipment, etc. Some teams are produc- 
ing work of a very high quality, up to the 
leve1 of competitive research, and are at 
the forefront in certain specialities. Inter- 
national collaboration is important and 
the foreseeable increase in funds for 
research allows a certain optimism, espe- 
cially in those fields where there are al- 
ready teams with a solid background and 
an international reputation. ¤ 
